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Adolescents ori adolescence: a. survey j3f important issues for adolescents 



/* Peter. Lt Shcras* Univer;5ity of Virginia 
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Many studies of adolxjscence represent attempts 



f i;e5earchers to 



retrospectively make- s*en.s;fe .of th^ confusing period encommsaing, the ages 
from 11 to- 21. Studies' wRich Have examined* attitudes of Molescen-ts (e.g. 

L\ ■ ' ' • ■ T\>- . ■ 

Brittain, 1963j often demonstrate whi,ch of a number of spbci^f ic* response - 
* options "Uie subject is most, li^kely t(^ select. This paper is a Report on 
a preliminary study in a^ine a| res ear ch% attempting to ^xanjine inffetrmation 
a^d^i, insights about the condition of ^adolescence generated by the membfefs 
of th^t population group them^selves.' ThiB st|dy,tvp be followed by a* 
largfer ^cale, more 'elaborate^ one, asked subjects' -^o respond in essay 
: format* to a number of open-4naed questions regarding the developmental 
period commonly called adolescence. A sample of 4^ior senior 
high school students, 'divided roughly into three groups by age -(a?) 
early, middle', and late group) wrote essays in response to six'^pep- 
'ended questions about adolescence.., fissays were examlined by *tiwo in- 
dependent raters who noted the most frequently occurring items iri 
each response » Comparisons were then made,rbetween the' fr^equency of 
various of the major categories represented in the three age groups^^ 
These res*ponse 'categories are, in .effect, the concepts' and issues 
used by adolescents to describe* their own 3ife situation. They 
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speak Ip the major jconcems, expectatiotis, , fears and 



attitudes 



in their lives Aow, tho^e areao which ^ost likely should be. addressed 



by scientist^ oij' practiftonee^irs attempting to understand and treat 
people in transitions phase between childhood and. adulthood m Qur 
culture • fhe sample gen^ rating responses, w^s small and, the general- 
\ izability li/nited, but many subjects eXo^udntly expressed "^he process 
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■ Method 

Sub.iects / / * • ' ^ - ^ 

— ■ ., y ■ ■■■I 

Subjects were 123 students in grades eight through 'twelve ih 
thi*5ee ©chaaas in the ;ridewatqr. arl^a of Virginia. 'The -area is an , 
nirtan/suburban community ^compose'd of a cross-secti6n of socio-economic 



classes, ethnicities and occupations/ "The area also iriclud© a number 
. of military personnel stationed^ at nearby installations. The saTfirle 
included ^^/) 'students in seventh ar|d eighth grade lages 13&1^),'33 
students In ninth and tenth , grade (ages I5 A I6), and 50 stlients 
'in the eleventh and twelfth grade' (ages I6 -"18). 
Procedure ^ , ' ^ ' \ 

A six question open-ended questionnaire was admVnistered by 
reguljtr teachers in English ahd Social S^tudieS calss^ in the par- 
j^icipating schools. Students ;^ere asked' to fill out the instrument, 
answering the.questipns in * essay form , either in clas&^r at home. 

F6llowing completion, they were returned to the administering teacher. ' 

4' , / ^ - 



Jhe anonymity of the respondents was crfearly strees^ed bx^ participation 
^j/s optional^ Completed questionnaires uere retumei to the expe'rimen;ter 
^iy mail; - * . 

Instrument 

The questionnaire was comprised of a cover sheet reading "^dol'escer^ce 
Questionnaire" and space to fill in age, sex, and grade of the respondent. 



The following s^x page^ each contained one question each page_leaving 
/ • 

room for an essay length, re spo;i^^^ The six questions asked were as 

' — • ' \^ ' * ^ 

follows: . • * 

1) V/hat is adolescence? ^ ' - . * \ ^ 
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a) If yr>u had to e*^/lai^ an adult about what it" is- like to be an 
adolescerit in tp wyo's, what would you say? 

3} If you could c/6ntrol\ anything in your life which you currently do 
not, what would it *be? ^ ' J ' : ' " . ' 

4) Of all the triings that have happened to you ov^r, the past few years 

\ (during ydSc adolescence),, what has^beeR/the most important^ to jrou? 
) Lpokifig SW^ad to- the future,^ what is the one thing you fear the 
\ most? 

6-) '^Ar^'theye amy questions you would suggest be included in the 
questionnaire? 

Measures 

Eacyh Jjesponse was read by two independent raters ^nd categories 

of response/wire devised (e.g. enjoyable, developing maturity). The 

/ ' * ' / ^ 

task* Was such that inter- rater agreement was almost- comiO^etie, The . 

"/ * * / 

respdnses were then sep^ated by grad^' into three categories (7-8, 

' / \ " V ' * • / 

9-10/, 11-12} and the most frequently occur ing resporises for each age 

^oAp were noted , Categories within responses receiving less than 

three References in each age group were omittea from the final .com- 



7\ 



ri^ons. 



6jesul"^s , 



Analysis of the data was complicated/by the fact that each 
besi^onse category vfas not neaessarlly independent of another, ^n, 
jother words, a person could give a re^pons^e which wa6 scored in/ihre e 
categories while another sulj^t scored ^only one category. /The. most 
straightforward analysis seeliied to be merely expressing tile j^centage, 
of the total responses to that question (by age group) whiofi included " 

jfeference to a category, Th? data is therefore* expfensed/in term's of 

> ' ' * / • 

'the percentage of subjects including tRat category^^n their response. 

« * / ' ^ 

(e.g. 31 percent ' means '^that' 31^ percent of subjects re^jion^ing included 

.-^ - - ' ' * • ^ . 

*this category in their apswer to the question posed.)/ 



The analysis of the responses to (Jueption #1 are presented in 
'Bable 1% The left-hand column shows the five* most frequently 
occurring responses and the \^rcentage that i;e^^nse was given at 
each grade level. No adecfuate test for significant difference was 
found to help interpret the result.s. * In terms of coMent; it is 
aparent that there axe, some Jargfe differences in the important 
comppnents of a definition of^'dolescence depending upon grade level. 
The definition for younger adolescents include at least three 'aspects 
irhereas for middle and 61der ;^olescents, the "de^lopraent of tnaturity 
Is the principle ch^acteri'stic used to define adolescence*. ' • 



.1 

^ >^Insert Table I about here 



Question #2 is analysed in Table 2. Younger adolescents. 



acjcording *to this table; view their adolescence as a primarily en- 
joyable experience while middle and ojder adolescents most frequently 
-used the ad jective^ "dlff icJlt" to describe their experience. In. 
addition these/two groups expressed and increasing concern for , 
indepednence and\lder group members stressed the "differentness" 
of being adolescent,. It is also interesting to note, that "alienation" 
was not mentioned by yourfger adolescents ^but seemed of some importance 
,to thd'se in the middle group\^ They also showed a "much greater' 
awareness of the social pressure aspect in theii; descriptions. * 



Insert Table 2 about here 



- The respcSnsQs to the thiird question icancGitiing those aspects 
of their, lives over whiclv, they woul^ like^lo^ 6xert control are 
presented in Table 3. Younger adolescents, showed a tendency to desire 
cpntrol over themselves and others while the older^t^/o 'grou§; agairt 
expressed' the theme of desire for in^iependenceV The older adolescents 

al^o expressed a desire to gain Co^ntro-^oVer- life in' general. 

— ^ ^ 

Insert Table 3 about here 

^ ' ^ J ' ^ ' ' ^ * 

"""" 

Table k presents the data concerning the perception of the 
most important events occurring' during the suiolescerit years. * 
There appears to bjB-_a decreasing frequency of 'responses related to 
activity and relationships with the , opposite s^x with 'increasing ' 

% \ ' " ; • . ' \ ^ 

grade level aind age^> 



Insert Table k about here 



Finally, Table 5 is an analysis of the data related loathe 

expres^on_Qf fears about the future.. Death-, a major concernfor 

the younger ^acColescents,_is referred to less^with increasing age 

in the sample while% job ana finayicial concerns.-are most important 

( ' * , * - * 

to the oldest group. A3 before, there also appears to be here an 

. \'' ' ' ^ • " ' - ' 

increasing concern foi^ independence withrincreasing age. 



Insert Table 5 atwut here 



Question -;</6 was desi^^n^d'^to determine if ther(^ were area^ of 
•suljGtajitial' concern not tappecL by the otl^er ^estirons. There seemed , 
to be* two important themes which emerged from this datas -First-, 
there was a desire to express opinions about school and i^^laiion-* 
ships with teachers. Second was a th^me, which reflected concerns about 



whom one^had as close friends, and as life models; The revised form of 

« 

/the questionnaire Includes a question about whom the per^n feels . 
most comfortable 'c6,nfiding in apd,whom they would choose raost*to jDe 
like. ^ The data from this question in the present study V^s not 
consistent enough oven to present in- a table. *J4any subject did not 
even respond •'to -this final questi'qn. ' ^ 

\ - 

^ . Discussion 
The results of this study, are equivocal at besjb, -They really 
represent the first attempt to explore current \.sS^4^ for modern 
adol€(6cfents. They provide little more th^directifezj for future 
^'research. ' This , direction does, however^ Issue from ^he spontaneous 
responses of "adolescents themselves, not fxjom the theories of 
scientists. It may ^ be up to the researchers and the cliniciaiis • * . 
»to follow up in the areas they fpel to be most important, but the 
first blow, has been stru^JR by those to be' studied. ^ 
Using the material^and direction frq;a this study, a study - 
.induing a state-wide sample of 2500 adolescents is being planned.* 
The data from that future study sfiould provide more substantial 
evidence as "to the concerns of this generation of adolescents. 
The size of* the -future sample will also; allow-for the examination 
of variables such as Sl^'S, race, urban/rural environment in ejiddition 
to grade level* It is hoped that the state-wide study will in' turn ' 



. breed a national, study . , 



?. 
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Table I 
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Definition»of Adolescence (Question I) by Grade Level 

Percontage.. of Grade Level 



'Definition 


' 7-8 (n=:j5) 
31 


'"9-10 (.n=3.3) • 




Specific a,ge 




'28 


Specific stages 


. 29 




2 


De^elofJing maturity * 


29^" 


48 


. 74 


4/Kat I ant 


♦ **29, 


9 * ' ^ 




Respdrrsibilii:^ 


1 7" 


' . 24 * ■ 


• 26 



Table 2 ' ' , 

Description of the Adolescent Experience /'Ques-tion 2) by Grade level 

^ . ' ' ' Percentage of Grade Level \ ' - 

Description ' ^ ' 7-8 (n=36)* ^9-10 (n=32) 11-12 Tn=49h ^ . 

lErtjoyable ' . - 44 ■ ' 22^ - 20 * '• 



Difficult , _ . *36 • '53 ' - 59 • 

. - ' ' < ■ ' 

Different . ' • 25' -28 > - ,39' 

Parental pressure 14 • ' 16 • , .12 

Independence . J I 22 l 29' 



Social p'resfuro .8 34 ■ 'i 12 

< . • • • . . . ^ 

Alienation 22 ^ U 12* 

■J . '^-9 ^ I 



*' " , , ^ •. ■ Table 3 ♦ , '.* ,'. 

Dosiro foiP- Conl/rol over Specific Aspects of Life . . » 
■ ' . (Question 3) by Grade Level . - " * . . . - 

' •' . • p"^r<:entag.o of iGrade Lev^V, 

/Aspect? . . 7-8 (n=31) 9^10 (n^2). " II;I2' (n=4g.)... 

■ ■ . - / . ^ • . •■' 

32 * ■• 



ers (actions, 
feel ings,op.inions) 



16 



Self ■ , ' 


\ . ■ 


■ 16 ' 


' • {9K ' 


Humanitarian factors ' 


26 , /; 






Other individuals 


24" • 






Phystcal ity 




,6- 




Material aspects 
IndependenQe 


i. ^ ' 


. ..38 . 


27- ^ ' J- 


Life in ^gendral 


6 

'* . , 


"13' :■ 


■ . 27 ' 
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: ^ ^\ * Table A ' 

Mos^t Important Events Duy^ing the A*dOlescen-t Years 
. (Question 4) by Grade Level 

. Percentag^f Grade -level- 



Events- ^ ' 

Activities ^ ' 
School /Work. 
Personal 



7-8 (n-35) (n=32) UrU (a 



49 
29 
*29 




Paren,tal Velationships 17 

(pQ'sjtive^ , , , 

MatuVd^y / / ' \ ^14 

,6eneralv friendships 2 

Peer relationships' 



38 

IS 

19 

22. 

16 

25 
6 



33 
20 
^8 
12 
14 

22 
14' 

16 ' 



r 



r 



Fears 



' ^ Table 5 . . r 

ExprcssioJ of Tuture' Fears (Question 5) 
by Grade Level " - 

Percentage of Grade Level 
< 7-8 (n=3.8) ■ 9-10 {n=32) II-I2 



^.Job or financial 
concerns . , 

' Separation 

I Marriage and/or 
family ' 

Ill^fate 
Aging 

Independence 
Loneli rtess 



39 
21- 

13 
13 

,8 
5 
.II 



19 
19 

16 
.19 

22 
19 
19" 
16 



15 

31 



8v 
.'6 

V 

17 
6- 
25^ 
10 
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